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In High Heel Shoes
Lee Ann Mortensen

The squatters Lilia read about in
the paper have camped out in the empty lot behind the house,
over the cement wall, the wall with smashed Coke bottles cemented
along the top to keep them and everyone else out. They have come
from the little towns because the Sierra Madres did not get enough
snow last season, or at least that is what the paper said. Lilia just
wants to look out at them. She knows there would probably be
someone new to talk to, someone to take home after she fixes
Mrs. Dalter's dinner, someone who would buy her dinner at
Labarca's. Lilia is the Dalter's maid. They came from America, and
they call her Lily in a strange way, a way that kills off the 'i' and
slurs it, and when her friends hear the woman and her son say
Lily instead of Lilia, they laugh.
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Lilia goes out to the guest house, walking slowly up the stairs,
pinching her thin legs to check for fat, and when she gets to the
extra bedroom she opens the window. She can see everything from
here. The fires burning outside the squatter's cardboard homes.
The dogs chasing each other and the children. Some of the homes
have the same fuchsia cloth in their windows and doors, and some
of the children run in and out of them in the same fuchsia shorts.
"Lily?" says Mrs. Dalter. She is standing on the stairs, scratching
at the cracked paint on the wall. "Have you seen Michael's
notebook? His teacher called;' she says.
"No, I don't remember. What did it look like? Was it the one with
the stickers, or was it the other one, that black one?" Lilia says.
"I don't know," says Mrs. Dalter. She walks down the stairs, and
Lilia feels sorry for her slow tongue, for her short sentences that
end so quickly and go away when she leaves the room.
Lilia looks out the window, and does not see the bits of Coke
bottles in the top of the wall because they are typical, they have
been there for decades, but sometimes she imagines cutting herself
on their edges if she had to wash that window by the roof, and
the ladder fell and she only had the wall to grab on to. She looks
at the glass as it shines yellow and green with the afternoon, and
at the cardboard shacks that are orange and smoking with people's
dinners.
A man is walking through the dirt down below her, and he is
looking up at her and she stares at him, and he stares back, and
she waves and smiles at him and he stops and says something,
moving his arm in circles.
"What?" she says, opening the window, feeling the sudden dust.
"I want you to open the window, and now that you have I can
go;' he says.
"Is this what you do?" she says.
"They pay me;' he says, smiling and pointing to the shacks.
"They have so much money;' Lilia says. "And your name?" she says.
"The usual," he says. 'Jesus, Paco, Manuel, whatever you want."
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"Can I call you Miguel?" she says.
"Sure, why not?" he says.
"What are you doing after work?" she says.
"Meeting you, I guess;' he says and smiles and Lilia can see dust
on his arm, dust that makes his dark skin look transparent, old.
He winks at her, and walks east along the wall that changes color
with each house but always has the same glass bits at the top.
Lilia keeps watching him, and the dust almost covers him, she
can't see him too well anymore, but he looks like he might be
someone she could laugh with for a moment, even if he couldn't
buy her dinner. Lilia leaves the window open to the dust, and
walks downstairs.
"What's for dinner?" Michael says. He is throwing figs against
the wall, making purple stains on the plaster. He is thirteen, a year
older than Lilia's son would have been, but she doesn't think
about that anymore.
"If I tell you it won't be interesting will it and then you won't
want to even eat it you will be so bored;' Lilia says. Michael looks
at her, his face empty and she wants to slap it into color. "Meat
loaf;' she says like them, like the Americans.
"Oh," he says, and runs to the front yard. She follows him
because she knows he will probably be looking through the iron
gate at the painted buses going down the road, or that he will
be following the children from the shacks and the houses next door
as they run after the popsicle man and his off.key brass bells. She
walks, and then sees Michael hanging on the bars of the gate, getting
ready to climb over through the iron spikes on top.
"The door;' she says, and points and he smiles and jumps over,
animals of dust forming around his shoes.
"I heard him;' he says, but Lilia can't hear anything and Michael
runs down the sidewalk,jumping over the missing cement pieces
and cement tents made by tree roots growing underneath them.
His hair is so white, but she never really sees it anymore unless
he is with his friends who have hair so black, and then it is like
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he is burning, a fire they will roast things over. She should call him
back, she should tell him he will get sick again if he eats those
popsicles because he doesn't know where the water came from,
and his stomach is from another place, but she says nothing. He
runs quickly, as if running away, but she knows he doesn't run to
get away from her. He runs because that is what all the children
do when the popsicle man is coming. Lilia watches them sometimes.
Even if no one knows where he is, the children still start running
at this time every day, moving quickly around the block and to the
park, looking and holding their mouths until they can eat the
frozen seeds, until they find the popsicle man eating a frozen bar
of coconut in front of the tortilla store, or the Mariquena's house
with screaming peacocks, or the Bunuel theater with porno shows.
And when the children find him, he smiles and laughs because
they are usually crying, he having hidden himself so good, and
sometimes he smiles at Michael and his white hair, and Michael
will smile back at him and say, "Gracias;' like a Frenchman.
Lilia watches Michael and then goes into the large kitchen that
echoes when people speak or walk through it, the kitchen where
a yell can shake the windows. She turns on the gas grill and starts
pounding out the flour and gristle for her tortillas, the ones that
Dalters like, the ones that are thick like bread and heavy. She throws
one on the grill and presses it down with an old G.E. iron that is
black and rusting on top, and there is the sound of shoes moving
and snapping over marble and Lilia looks up. Mrs. Dalter is walking
toward her in high heels and a black dress. When Lilia first saw
her in black she wondered who had died, not having seen any
telegrams or had any phone calls about death. But Lilia is used
to it now, she knows Mrs. Dalter is just going out, the way Americans
do so often in black.
"I'm going," Mrs. Dalter says, and Lilia nods, knowing she will
have to stay late with Michael. "Can you stay?" Mrs. Dalter says.
"Of course, no problem, I can do anything you need me to do
always, you know that;' Lilia says.
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"Thanks," she says. Her hair is a white flame like Michael's, and
Lilia wonders if she bleaches it, but she has found nothing, no
peroxide in the woman's drawers or bathroom, no hair color hidden
in the closet. She is so white, and Lilia is sorry because her dark
husband left her, and now she is alone and can't speak very well, and
is so delicate and burns so easily in the sun. Lilia used to be married
too, but now she can barely remember what his eyes were like.
"Don't let Mike stay up all night," the woman says, and Lilia nods.
Mrs. Dalter presses the mauve lipstick hard onto her lips and opens
her eyes wide at Lilia.
"Beautiful, they'll be eating your heels;' she says, and the woman
laughs and kisses Lilia on the cheek and leaves. Lilia touches the
lipstick stain on her skin, and the color stays on her finger. She
presses it into a tortilla and runs the iron over it, leaving a
permanent pink finger print at its edge.
Mrs. Dalter's car starts and backs up into the street through the
open iron gate and she drives away, and Lilia watches until the
taillights are gone, and then she moves, she runs through the
swinging kitchen door to the telephone.
"So, do you have anything good for me today?" Lilia says. She
has called Pamela who is a maid at the Mariquena's.
"It's been black all day over here;' Pamela says.
"Black, yes that's a good word for here too;' Lilia says. Pamela
is so young, just out of school, but still working as a maid, still
cleaning toilets. "I did talk to someone named Miguel and he might
come over later on. I have to stay tonight;' Lilia says.
"She always does that to you;' Pamela says. "The Puta over here
wants me to stay for a party they're having. You should bring
Michael;' she says.
"Dalter would know," Lilia says.
"It would be cultural. She likes that;' Pamela says.
"Yes, I can't. Come over when you're done;' Lilia says.
They hang up and Lilia throws some leftover beans in a pot and
starts the heat under them, and then goes out to find Michael.
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It is humid outside, and her skin gets slick with water as she
walks to the park down the slanted street that makes the buses
full of chickens and men in cowboy hats seem to tip over onto the
walls and trees of the houses. Sometimes Lilia watches through
the Dalter's window as two or three buses go by, all the passengers
moving to one side so the bus doesn't fall over.
Lilia can hear the scream of the Mariquena peacock, and
she looks up at their house, and it is there on the ledge of a
window. Its blue body is fat and almost falling. It jumps and
flaps like a chicken down to a small tree and goes through the
leaves, making choking sounds, and Lilia can hear the thumps as
it hits a branch and another branch. It screams again, and
she can see it sitting above the tree trunk, getting ready to
fly again, to move down to the wider ground, and then it jumps
and Lilia can't see it anymore. She would like to ask Pamela
for one of its feathers, but The Puta might get mad, so she has
never said anything.
Lilia can see the park from where she is now, can see the
old couple, the Salizars, sitting on a bench, can see the man
in the colored suit, the man Mrs. Dalter calls The Jogger. He
runs around the park and Lilia has timed him, he can make
it in two minutes, it is such a small park, but that is all he
does in the evenings, run around the squared sidewalk, through
spider webs and leaves.
"Have you seen Michael?" she says. The Salizars shake their
heads.
"The man was at the Mercado Maria today," they say.
"That was smart. He hasn't done that one before," Lilia says.
"You look nice tonight;' Mr. Salizar says. He winks at her
and his wife smiles.
"You do, I want my hair that color too, but I've never had
enough energy to take it in;' the wife says. Lilia has orangy
hair, the color left by the bleach she used on it, and the men tell
her it is exotic, like being with a European.
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"You come over and I'll do it myself, you'll look too beautiful
to stay with this;' Lilia says.
"You think so?" she says. The Jogger passes them and says, "Hello;'
drawling it out, obviously not trying to be someone from here.
"Why does he do that?" Lilia says.
"I like to watch him, but it makes me tired;' Mr. Salizar says.
"He has nice legs," Mrs. Salizar says.
"He's so pale, he runs so much;' Lilia says.
Michael is walking toward them, sucking on a frozen white
popsicle. He nods at the Salizars, and holds the stick up for Lilia
to lick, and she does, and it is coconut.
"That's all he had;' Michael says. His lips are red with the cold ice.
"And you're not hungry now, are you, now that you've probably
had ten of those;' Lilia says.
"Three;' he says, and starts walking toward the house. Lilia says
goodbye to the couple and follows him.
It is getting dark, and there are no street lights to show
them the defective bits of sidewalk. Michael walks in front
of Lilia, telling her when there is a crease or a hole to watch
out for.
"Hole;' he says, and she walks around.
"Bump," he says, and she lifts up her feet.
The lights are on in some of the big houses, and most of them
are chandeliers behind foggy curtains. Tall walls block the view of
the lower levels of each house.
"Can we go to a movie?" Michael says.
"You can't understand them;' Lilia says.
"An American one," he says. "One with subtitles for you;' he says.
"My head always hurts after those," she says. Michael
opens the iron gate, and then the house door, and they go
inside.
"Well?" he says.
"You could go to bed?" she says.
"Please;' he says. He blinks at her, chewing on the popsicle stick.
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"We can walk downtown, I guess;' she says, and Michael
opens the door again, waiting for her to go back out.
"I need my good shoes;' she says, and Michael stands there
as Lilia goes through the swinging door. He watches the mosquitos
fly in and bounce off the fluorescent light, and land in the
burning beans.
"I left this on, you should have told me, you should have
turned it off;' Lilia says to Michael, running through the swinging
door over to the smoking pan. Her shoes are high heels, transparent
on top. They are the shoes Michael picked out for her when they
went shopping together, and she knows he will enjoy being out
with her, being out with the shoes, even though they hurt her toes
and make them red. But the others seem to like them too, so she
walks for hours in them at night with Ruben or Jose or Tomas.
"Hurry," Michael says.
"I need my lipstick," she says, and runs back through the
house. Michael flips the popsicle stick over his back and turns
quickly to see if it landed in the sink. It hits the window and goes
into the plant and he kicks at the door.
"Now we are perfect;' Lilia says, and Michael holds her
hand as they walk over the deformed sidewalk, he pulls
her, but she moves slowly, looking around for anyone she
knows.
"Come on. Everyone will be gone when we get there;' he
says.
"You're always running;' she says, and pulls him back and pinches
his arm. Michael laughs and grabs her other hand, walking
backwards as if hauling a couch somewhere.
There are lights on at the corner, and trucks driving by with men
calling out and whistling at Lilia, and she smiles and waves at them.
One of them pulls over, throwing dust on her plastic shoes.
"Need a ride?" says the man inside. It is one of Lilia's old
boyfriends, Carlos, the one who took her out to eat every night
for a month.
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"Downtown;' Michael says, and he climbs in the back. Lilia looks
inside, and smiles, throwing little kisses at Carlos. She gets in and
says, "What happened to the sports car?" Her voice is low, happy
that her shoes and her legs won't have to walk so far, happy that
she does not have to get so many blisters.
Carlos drives. They pass all the stores, the Tintoreria, the
Farmacia Gonzales, Labarca's. Many people are out walking, looking
in the windows of the clothing and shoe stores, pointing at the
yellow boots they want for their birthdays, and the hair salon with
the revolving heads of colored hair that always has an audience,
even though it has been like that for years. Lilia looks at the disco
on the corner, and there are people standing outside, leaning
against the peach painted wall, smoking and talking to the groups
of people who are walking.
"Do you want dinner?" Carlos asks. Lilia notices he is missing
two of his front teeth, and his teeth had been one of her favorite
things.
"Yes, but Michael is still sensitive;' she says.
"Where would you like?" he says.
"He likes hamburgers;' Lilia says, and Michael knocks on the
roof of the cab. He reaches in from the open window and grabs
at Lilia's neck when she turns around to look at him. He rubs it
and it feels good, she feels the muscles relaxing, and when he stops,
Lilia turns around and his hair is blowing, covering his face, and
she can see his teeth, his lips being blown back in the wind. He
yells something, but she can't understand him.
"What?" she says.
"Is he still a pain?" Carlos says.
"He's cute;' Lilia says.
"I said, where are we going?" Michael says. He has bent his body
from the bed of the truck to the window and is speaking into her
ear.
"Hamburgers," Lilia says, and Michael kisses her cheek, and goes
back, holding his arms up high and cupping his hands to catch
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the air. His arms blow back and then he pulls them forward, and
they blow back, and Lilia thinks this looks like something religious,
as if he were bowing to her. She turns to face the street in front
of them, and moves her hand over to Carlos' knee.
"You're nice to give us a ride;' she says, patting it. Carlos takes
her hand and squeezes it, showing his missing teeth.
"I always like to see you out walking;' he says.
Carlos drives them to a round building with waitresses on roller
skates and loud American music, but there is no one eating there,
and when they park, all the waitresses are sitting on the sidewalk,
rolling their feet back and forth, not saying anything.
"Busy?" says Carlos, and the girls laugh.
"You're the first," says one of them, the one in orange, and she
stands up and rolls over for a menu and brings it to them. Carlos
takes it, and the girl smiles at Michael as he tries to see it through
the cab window. She rolls over for another menu and comes back
and gives it to him.
"You're a cutie," she says. Her name tag says, "CONI;' and Michael
opens and closes the menu as if it were about to fly away, and then
he says, "Cheeseburger, fries, chocolate shake, Coni;' still flapping
the menu at her. She writes it down on a paper bag and looks inside
the truck.
"I'll have that too;' Lilia says.
"Me too;' says Carlos. Coni rolls into the building, past the other
waitresses still sitting on the cement, and Lilia notices one of them
tying and untying her shoe laces, humming, and the other one,
the one in fuchsia, is painting her nails, and Lilia wonders if they
like it here, if she would like rolling around on wheels in the Dalter's
house, on the marble floors, dusting things by holding her arms
out as she speeds by tables and counters, rolling into the kitchen
to check on lunch, skating backwards out the door with a broom,
and going back and forth until everything is swept but never clean.
"Where did you get those?" she says. The girls look up and don't
say anything.
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"The skates;' Lilia says.
"They had them," the girl in fuchsia says, pointing her polish
at the building, her fingers separated carefully.
"We didn't know about them," the other girl says.
"We're going to quit," the one in fuchsia says.
"Nobody comes here;' the other says.
"We're here;' says Carlos, and he winks at them.
"Yeah, yeah, yeah;' says Michael in beat with the music. The girls
stand, climbing up each other's arms, and then they walk over to
the car, holding hands, lurching and scuffing the sidewalk with
white marks from their wheels.
"If you'll give us a ride home, we'll quit tonight;' says the one
in fuchsia as they roll slowly into the side of the truck. They hang
on to the door by Lilia.
"Do we still get our food?" says Michael.
"Sure;' says the one in fuchsia. Her name tag says, "CARLOTA;'
and Michael says it out loud.
"What?" she says, and hits his arm softly. He touches her black
hair and she swats at him.
"Where do you live?" says Carlos.
"In Gomez;' says Carlota. The other girl's name tag says,
"MARTA;' and Lilia notices the two have the same noses and eyes
and black hair, almost like twins, but something in their cheeks
or foreheads is too different. Maybe Carlota's head is bigger, or
longer, but Lilia can't tell.
Coni comes down a ramp fast, holding a tray of food above her
head, and she stops perfectly in front of Michael, making a
screeching sound on the cement. He eats a french fry from each
bag as Coni stands there looking at his hair, and then he takes his
food, starting on the shake first.
"You skate better than these two;' says Carlos.
"Roller Derby;' says Coni.
"She's a pro;' says Carlota. Coni laughs and hooks the tray on
the door and then skates away, around the building, getting faster
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at each curve, and when she goes by the truck, she pretends to push
people out of the way, and when she goes by again, she is rolling
backwards on one foot, and Lilia is clapping, wishing she could
do it that way.
"Let me try;' she says, getting out of the truck, and Marta looks
at her for a moment, and then takes off her skates. Lilia takes off
her plastic shoes, puts the skates on, and they are tight, but she
wants to roll, and Michael is staring, his mouth a chocolate
sculpture, and Carlos is eating his fries and Lilia's fries and smiling.
"Derby woman;' he says.
"Careful;' says Carlota holding onto Lilia's arm. Marta takes Lilia's
hand and pulls her around the sidewalk and then lets go, and Lilia
rolls slowly into a pole and puts her arms around it, feeling her
feet sliding backwards. Coni stops next to her and takes her arm,
and they go around the building. Lilia laughs and screams when
the skates move too fast, her legs locked straight.
"You're a natural;' says Coni, and Marta and Carlota laugh.
"It's so fast;' says Lilia.
Michael claps and says, "Faster:'
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